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UNDERSTANDING THE ROUTE: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PAUL'S FIRST MISSIONARY
JOURNEY MAP

The travels of the Apostle Paul represent a pivotal chapter in the history of Christianity, marking the
explosive spread of the Gospel from the Jewish heartland of Jerusalem into the Gentile world of the
Mediterranean. For students of the Bible, historians, and curious believers alike, a Pauls First
Missionary Journey Map is more than just a cartographic tool—it is a window into one of the most
strategic and faith-filled expeditions ever undertaken. This journey, which took place between
approximately AD 46 and AD 48, was spearheaded by Paul and his companion Barnabas under the
specific guidance of the Holy Spirit. It set the template for all future apostolic missions and
established the very structure of the early Christian church.

Examining this map closely reveals a voyage that was not simply about distance traveled but about
strategic city selection, cross-cultural engagement, and profound spiritual warfare. The route taken
was not random; it was deliberately focused on the Roman province of Galatia, a region in what is
modern-day Turkey. By understanding the geography, we gain a deeper appreciation for the
logistical challenges, the missionary strategy, and the powerful theological lessons that emerged
from these pioneering travels. This article will walk you through the key locations, the historical
context, and the lasting impact of this remarkable journey, illustrating why the map of Paul's first
missionary journey remains essential reading for anyone seeking to understand the birth and
expansion of the Christian faith.

THE COMMISSION: FROM ANTIOCH TO THE WORLD

The story begins not in Jerusalem, but in the bustling, multicultural city of Antioch in Syria. This city
was the third-largest in the Roman Empire and served as a launching pad for the mission to the
Gentiles. According to the account in Acts 13, the leaders of the church in Antioch were worshipping
and fasting when the Holy Spirit instructed them: "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work
to which | have called them." This divine commission is the starting point of any accurate Pauls
First Missionary Journey Map.

Setting Out from Seleucia

After being commissioned, Paul and Barnabas traveled the short distance to the nearby port of
Seleucia Pieria, the harbor city serving Antioch. From there, they set sail for the island of Cyprus.
The choice of Cyprus was strategic: it was the homeland of Barnabas (Acts 4:36), providing a
familiar starting point with existing connections. Landing at Salamis, the main port and commercial
center on the east coast of the island, they began their work.

The Confrontation at Paphos

Moving westward across the island, the missionaries arrived in Paphos, the Roman capital of Cyprus.
Here, they encountered the proconsul, Sergius Paulus, a man of intelligence who was eager to hear
the word of God. This meeting is famous for the dramatic confrontation with a Jewish sorcerer and
false prophet named Bar-Jesus (Elymas). Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, rebuked the sorcerer,
striking him with temporary blindness. This powerful sign led the proconsul to believe. This event
marks a critical theological turning point on the map: a high-ranking Roman official converts,
signaling the Gospel's power over paganism and its appeal to the educated Gentile world.

INTO ASIA MINOR: THE GALATIAN CITIES

From Paphos, Paul and his company sailed northward to the mainland of Asia Minor, landing at Perga
in Pamphylia. This marked a significant transition in the journey. It was also here that John Mark,
who had been accompanying them as an assistant, decided to leave and return to Jerusalem. This
departure would later cause a sharp disagreement between Paul and Barnabas, but for the moment,
the mission pressed on inland.

Antioch of Pisidia: The Sermon that
Defined the Mission

The next major stop on the Pauls First Missionary Journey Map is the city of Antioch in Pisidia, a
significant Roman colony located in the highlands. On the Sabbath day, Paul and Barnabas entered
the synagogue. After the reading of the Law and the Prophets, the synagogue rulers invited them to
speak. Paul's sermon here, recorded in Acts 13:16-41, is his first recorded extended message. In it,
he systematically outlined the history of Israel, connected it to the promise of a Savior in Jesus, and
declared that forgiveness of sins is available through Him. The response was initially positive, but
soon the Jewish leaders, filled with jealousy, stirred up persecution, and the missionaries were
expelled from the region. Nevertheless, the word of God spread throughout the whole region.

This city represents a model of Paul’s missionary strategy: first, go to the synagogue to reach the
Jews and God-fearing Gentiles, and then, when rejected, turn to the wider Gentile population. The
theological implications were massive, as Paul and Barnabas declared, "We now turn to the Gentiles"
(Acts 13:46).

lconium: Division and Miracles

From Pisidian Antioch, the missionaries traveled eastward to Iconium, a fertile and prosperous city in
the region of Phrygia. Their method was the same: they entered the synagogue and spoke so
effectively that a great number of both Jews and Greeks believed. However, the opposition
coalesced. The city was divided, with some siding with the apostles and others with the unbelieving
Jews. The narrative in Acts 14 notes that Paul and Barnabas spent considerable time there, speaking
boldly and relying on the Lord who "confirmed the message of his grace by enabling them to
perform signs and wonders." A plot to stone them was discovered, forcing them to flee to the next
cities.

Lystra and Derbe: From Worship to
Stoning

The next stop on the Pauls First Missionary Journey Map is Lystra, a Roman colony in Lycaonia.
This city presented a unique cultural challenge. It was more rustic and less Hellenized than other
cities. Here, Paul healed a man who was lame from birth. The crowds, speaking in the Lycaonian
language, immediately mistook Paul and Barnabas for the Greek gods Hermes and Zeus. The local
priest of Zeus even brought oxen and garlands to offer sacrifices to them. Paul and Barnabas were
horrified, tearing their clothes and rushing into the crowd to plead with them to stop, declaring that
they were merely men bringing news of the living God who made heaven and earth.

The irony of Lystra is brutal. The same crowd that initially wanted to worship them was quickly
turned against them by agitators from Antioch and Iconium. Paul was stoned and dragged out of the
city, left for dead. Yet, as the disciples gathered around him, he got up and went back into the city.
The next day, he traveled with Barnabas to Derbe. This display of resilience in the face of near-death
violence is one of the most powerful testimonies of the journey. Derbe itself was a success, as they
"won a large number of disciples."

THE RETURN JOURNEY: STRENGTHENING THE CHURCHES

This is a crucial phase that is often overlooked on a simple Pauls First Missionary Journey Map.
Instead of taking a direct route home, Paul and Barnabas retraced their steps, visiting each city they
had founded. This "reverse route" reveals the pastoral heart of Paul and his understanding of church
planting. It was not enough to make converts; he had to establish congregations.

Strengthening and Appointing Elders

The return path took them back through Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch of Pisidia. In each city, their
work was deliberate and focused:

» Strengthening the Disciples: They encouraged the believers to remain true to the faith,
reminding them that "we must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God."

e Appointing Elders: This is a foundational moment for church governance. They appointed
elders in every church, praying and fasting, entrusting them to the Lord in whom they had
believed.

e Commemorating the Grace of God: They shared with the young churches what God had
done through them, reinforcing the message that it was not by their own power, but by God's
grace alone that the Gentiles had been brought to faith.

From Pisidian Antioch, they did not sail back directly. They traveled south through the region of
Pamphylia, preaching the word in Perga (where John Mark had left them), and then went to the port
of Attalia.

THE RETURN AND THE GREAT REPORT

From Attalia, Paul and Barnabas sailed back to Antioch of Syria, the city that had sent them out.
Upon their arrival, they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through
them. The key elements of their report are instructive:

1. God's Actions: They emphasized that God had "opened a door of faith to the Gentiles."

2. Inclusion of the Gentiles: This journey proved that the Gospel was for all people, not just for
Jews.

3. Success Despite Suffering: They did not hide the persecution, but framed it as part of God's
plan.

This report set the stage for the Jerusalem Council, a pivotal meeting where the early church
formally decided that Gentile believers did not need to follow the entire Mosaic Law to be saved. The
journey itself was the evidence that God was doing a new thing.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM THE MAP

Studying a Pauls First Missionary Journey Map is not merely an academic exercise. It yields
powerful lessons for modern readers and believers.

Strategic Geography

Paul targeted urban centers connected by Roman roads. By planting churches in Lystra, Iconium,
and Antioch, the Gospel could spread naturally along trade routes. He did not go to remote villages
first; he went to cities of influence. The map shows a clear, intentional logic.

The Power of Partnership

The journey began with a team: Paul, Barnabas, and John Mark. Although John Mark left, the
principle of partnership was established. Paul and Barnabas modeled a powerful example of
collaboration, even when facing disagreement.

Persecution and Growth

The map is dotted with places of persecution: expulsion in Antioch, a plot in Iconium, stoning in
Lystra. Yet, the church grew. The geography of suffering became the geography of growth. This is a
counter-intuitive pattern of the kingdom: the blood of the martyrs became the seed of the church.

Cross-Cultural Engagement

Each city was different. In Paphos, they dealt with a Roman proconsul and a sorcerer. In Lystra, they
faced a pagan culture that wanted to worship them. Paul adapted his approach without
compromising his message. The map reminds us that the Gospel must be contextualized to
effectively reach diverse cultures.
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CONCLUSION

The Pauls First Missionary Journey Map is far more than a historical diagram. It is a narrative of
faith, courage, strategy, and divine intervention. It tells the story of how the Gospel broke free from
its geographical and cultural constraints to become a world religion. From the commissioning in
Antioch to the stoning at Lystra and the faithful return to strengthen the churches, every location on
the map holds a lesson. It demonstrates that mission is never easy, but it is always worth it. The

early church was not built in comfortable meeting halls, but on the dusty roads and in the
synagogues and marketplaces of the Roman Empire. For anyone seeking to understand the spread
of Christianity, explore the challenges of cross-cultural ministry, or simply be inspired by a story of
extraordinary commitment, tracing the route of Paul's first missionary journey is an essential and
rewarding journey in itself. The map is not just a record of where Paul went; it is a testimony to the
unstoppable power of the Gospel.
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